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Towson arms expert thinks accidental shot killed JFK 


TOWSON (AP) — A weapons expert 
claims that John F. Kennedy was killed by 
a Secret Service agent who was trying to 
return the assassin’s fire, but accidentally 
hit the president. 

Howard Donahue’s theory Is outlined in a 
book titled “Mortal Error: The Shot that 
Killed JFK,” by Bonar Menninger, which 
is scheduled to be in bookstores nationwide 
Wednesday. 

Mr. Donahue concludes that Lee Harvey 
Oswald shot at and hit Kennedy with a 
6.5mm Mannlicher-Carcano rifle, but the 
fatal bullet came from a Secret Service 
agent in the Dallas motorcade. 

The agent is named in the book. 

David W. Belin, the former Warren 
Commission counsel who has emerged in 
recent years as the commission's most 
vocal defender, was quick to attack Mr. 
Donahue’s thesis. 

“The theory is, like all the others, just 
wrong. If you look at the record as a whole, 
it’s clear that Lee Harvey Oswald shot the 
president, just as we concluded,” he said. 

The U.S. Secret Service denied that a 


rifle was fired. 

“If I used the word 'ridiculous,’ that 
would be the mildest thing I could say. I 
haven’t seen the book, but know the general 
thesis,” said Bob Snow, a spokesman for 
the Secret Service. 

Meanwhile, in Dallas, Larry Howard, 
director of the JFK Assassination Center 
and a firearms consultant on the film 
“JFK,” called the idea “absolutely ridicu- 
lous.” He claims the president was hit by . 
at least three riflemen and the killing shot 
came from the grassy knoll. 

For Mr. Donahue, 69, of Towson, the 
attention comes after years of obscurity. 

A former World War II bomber pilot, he 
graduated from the University of Mary- 
land in 1949 and for many years was a 
pharmaceutical salesman before pursuing 
his true avocation, firearms. 

A dedicated hunter, he operated a 
Towson gun shop for 12 years. In 1981, he 
closed the shop and has since earned his 
living as a firearms examiner, investigat- 
ing gun accidents and testifying in court. 

He began pursuing his Kennedy investi- 


gation in 1967 after he took part in tests 
with a Carcano rifle at the H.P. White 
Ballistics Laboratory near Bel Air. 

In that testing, filmed by CBS, he fired 
three times and hit three head shots on a 
moving target in less than the 5.6 seconds, 
which is thought to be the minimum time 
Oswald could have fired. Knowing how 
hard it was, he doubted Oswald, a mediocre 
shot, could have pulled it off. 

“I’m the only firearms expert who’s ever 
investigated this,” he says. “Everyone 
else is either a lawyer or an engineer or 
just an amateur.” 

An early version of his theory was pub- 
lished in 1977 in The~( Baltimore) Sun 
Magazine. But he's been routinely dis- 
missed by, among others, the House Select 
Assassination Committee of 1978, “60 
Minutes” and Kennedy assassination 
experts. 

Approaches to other authors and experts 
went nowhere, until Mr. Menninger, a 
reporter who now lives in Kansas City, 
Mo., heard of Mr. Donahue and gave him a 
call. 


Mr. Menninger is a former reporter with 
the Kansas City Business Journal and the 
Washington Business Journal. 

The Warren Commission concluded that 
Lee Harvey Oswald, acting alone, shot and 
killed Kennedy. Mr. Donahue believes that 
subtle ballistic evidence reveals that the 
head-shot bullet came from another direc- 
tion. He said two tests could instantly 
prove or disprove his theory, but he doesn’t 
know if they have ever been done. 

“I hate the word ‘cover-up,’ ” he said. 
“It sounds so sinister. But the government 
was between a rock and a hard place. They 
did not want to admit that Kennedy was 
shot in the head by their own man. They 
tried to cover it up with the Warren Com- 
mission.” 

Attempts by Mr. Donahue, Mr. 
Menninger and the book’s publisher, St. 
Martin’s, to approach the Secret Service 
agent have been rebuffed with silence or 
threats of lawsuits. 


“We went over this with our lawyers and 
their consensus is that he won’t sue, 

because we did everything we could to 
reach him. We never arrived at our con- 
clusion through malice. It was a deduction 
on our part. We don’t accuse him of being 
an assassin. He was caught in an unfortu- 
nate web of fate through no fault of his 
own. Mr. Donahue said. 

Mr. Donahue said the entry and exit 
wounds on the body support his thesis. He 
also said that several street-level witnesses 
smelled gunpowder immediately after the 
shooting, a highly unlikely consequence to 
a rifle fired five floors up from the Texas 
Book Depository. 

Mr. Donahue said testimony has placed 
an AR-15 assault rifle in the agent’s hand 
about the time of the third shot. He said 
former Texas Gov. John Connally, who 
was the limousine with Kennedy and who 
was also shot, testified that the third shot 
was the loudest. 


